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 ‘&ůƵƐŚ ? ?DƌƐ ?ƌŽǁŶŝŶŐǁƌŽƚĞƚŽŚĞƌƐŝƐƚĞƌ ? ‘ŝƐǁŝƐĞ ? ?^ŚĞǁĂƐƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐƉĞƌŚĂƉƐŽĨƚŚĞ'ƌĞĞŬ
saying that happiness is only to be reached through suffering. The true philosopher is he 
who has lost his coat but is free from fleas.  (Woolf, 90) 
 
/ŶsŝƌŐŝŶŝĂtŽŽůĨ ?ƐƌĞĂĚŝŶŐŽĨƚŚĞsŝĐƚŽƌŝĂŶƉŽĞƚůŝǌĂďĞƚŚĂƌƌĞƚƚƌŽǁŶŝŶŐ ?Ɛdepiction of her pet 
ƐƉĂŶŝĞů ?ƐůŝĨĞ ?&ůƵƐŚachieves understanding through loss of status. No longer a pedigree among 
mutts, his infestation of fleas leads to his being clipped, and to a realization that he is not superior to 
others, but, in fact, that  ‘ĂůůŵĞŶǁĞƌĞŚŝƐďƌŽƚŚĞƌƐ ? ?(Woolf, 90) The loss of hierarchy, Barrett 
Browning suggests, produces wisdom. Without wishing to suggest that she is like a dog, it struck me 
ǁŚĞŶƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƌĞƚƚƵĐŚĂŶĂŶ ?ƐŶŐůŝƐŚƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶŽĨŚĞƌ ? ? ?ďŽŽŬYƵĞĚŝƌĂŝĞŶƚůĞƐĂŶŝŵĂƵǆ ?Ɛŝ Q
on leur posait les bonnes questions?  that Vinciane Despret, like Flush, is wise. She too has, you might 
say, discarded hierarchy and emerged as a true philosopher. There has been no actual shearing here, 
of course, but ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?Ɛ wisdom is made visible in the way in which she sheds, and asks her readers 
to shed, assumptions and ideas that position humans as superior to animals. She constantly 
challenges the authority of much conventional science and of the philosophy that figures animals as 
always lacking. Indeed, ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?Ɛ definition of the term  ‘ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ ?ŝŶƚŚŝƐĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ is telling. For her, 
far from being a tried and tested source of meaning, she has defined it (using the ideas of Gregory 
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Bateson) as:  ‘ĂƉĞƌƐŽŶŝƐƐĂŝĚƚŽŚĂǀĞĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇǁŚĞŶĂŶǇŽŶĞǁŚŽŝƐƵŶĚĞƌƚŚĞŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞŽĨƚŚĂƚ
authority does everything possible to ŵĂŬĞǁŚĂƚĞǀĞƌƚŚŝƐƉĞƌƐŽŶƐĂǇƐƚƌƵĞ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?Ă ? ? ? ? ?This is not 
expertise but something more tyrannical, hysterical almost. It is by laying bear how scientific and 
philosophical discourses have constructed their worlds in order to possess such authority that 
Despret has become established as a key thinker in animal studies. 
In a series of short, highly readable essays, ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶĂƐĂŶ ‘ĂďĞĐĞĚĂƌǇ ? ?What Would Animals Say If We 
Asked the Right Questions? picks holes in assumptions that hold animals under; that refuse them a 
place in the conversation. In his foreword Bruno Latour calls ƚŚĞ ? ?ĂůƉŚĂďĞƚŝǌĞĚĐŚĂƉƚĞƌƐ ? ‘'ĨŽƌ
'ĞŶŝƵƐ ? ? ‘ZĨŽƌZĞĂĐƚŝŽŶ ? ? ‘sĨŽƌsĞƌƐŝŽŶƐ ?ĞƚĐ ? ? ‘ƐĐŝĞŶƚŝĨŝĐĨĂďůĞƐ ? ?ĂŶĚĚĞĨŝŶĞƐƚŚĞm as bringing 
ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ‘ƚŚĞƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐŽĨƐĐŝĞŶĐĞand ŽĨƚŚĞŚƵŵĂŶŝƚŝĞƐ ? ?ĂŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇĐŽůůĂďŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ, he argues, if we 
ĂƌĞƚŽ ‘ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚǁŚĂƚĂŶŝŵĂůƐŚĂǀĞƚŽƐĂǇ ? ? ?ǀŝŝ ? ?ĂĐŚŽĨƚŚĞĐŚĂƉƚĞƌƐ opens up with a brilliant 
question P ‘tŝƚŚǁŚŽŵǁŽƵůĚĞǆƚƌĂƚĞƌƌĞƐƚƌŝĂůƐǁĂŶƚƚŽŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚĞ ? ?‘ŽŐŽĂƚƐĂŐƌĞĞǁŝƚŚƐƚĂƚŝƐƚŝĐƐ ? ? ?
 ‘Ž ĐŚŝŵƉĂŶǌĞĞƐĚŝĞůŝŬĞǁĞĚŽ ? ? ?ĂŶĚĂƚ the heart of all of them is an assumption that Despret 
outlined in Ces émotions qui nous fabriquent : Ethnopsychologie de l'authenticité (translated into 
English in 2004 as Our Emotional Makeup: Ethnopsychology and Selfhood). In this work, in part an 
exploration of the impoverished understanding of the nature of emotion that is produced in 
laboratory studies, Despret quotes from one of ŚĞƌŬĞǇĐŽůůĂďŽƌĂƚŽƌƐ P ‘ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ?ĂƐ/ƐĂďĞůůĞ
^ƚĞŶŐĞƌƐƌĞŵŝŶĚƐƵƐ ? “when it concerns science, is not a discovery of that which predated the 
question ?. ? ? ? ? ? ?b, 21  W italics in the original). This has been a constant mantra ŝŶĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?ƐǁŽƌŬ P
attending to how we inquire as much as to the responses we elicit is crucial, hence this more recent 
ǁŽƌŬ ?ƐƚŝƚůĞ. As Buchanan wrote in his introduction to the special issue of Angelaki dedicated to 
ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?ƐǁŽƌŬfrom  ? ? ? ? P ‘asking the right questions does more than attribute a different approach 
to the animals, it just as importantly highlights a different response from ĂŶŝŵĂůƐ ? ? ?ƵĐŚĂŶĂŶ ? ? ? ? Or
as Despret (writing with Jocelyne Porcher) put it in an essay included in that special issue: to 
acknowledge ƚŚĂƚ ‘ǁĞĚŽŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁŚŽǁƚŽĂƐŬƚŚĞƌŝŐŚƚƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ ?ƌĞĚŝƐƚƌŝďƵƚĞƐĞǆƉĞƌƚŝƐĞĂŶĚ
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ĂůƚĞƌƐƚŚĞĂƐǇŵŵĞƚƌǇŽĨƚŚĞƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? The shift affords new interpretations of 
authoritative positions because it allows new voices to be heard. 
In her work, Despret thus constantly interrogates how questions are asked. So, ŝŶ ‘>ĨŽƌ>ĂďŽƌĂƚŽƌǇ ? 
in What Would Animals Say ƐŚĞǁŽŶĚĞƌƐ ? ‘tŚĂƚĂƌĞƌĂƚƐŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚĞĚŝŶĚƵƌŝŶŐĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚƐ ? ?and 
comes to the conclusion that  ‘ƚŚĞƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇƚŚĂƚƚŚĞĂŶŝŵĂůĐŽƵůĚƐŚŽǁŚŽǁŚĞƚĂŬĞƐĂƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ
ǁŝƚŚƌĞƐƉĞĐƚƚŽǁŚĂƚŝƐĂƐŬĞĚŽĨŚŝŵ ?ŝƐtoo often ďůŽĐŬĞĚďǇƚŚĞ ‘ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚƌŽƵƚŝŶĞƐ ?ŽĨƚŚĞ
animal psychology laboratory. (91) In orthodox maze experiments, she notes,  ‘ŶŽƚŽŶůǇŵƵst the 
animal respond to the task that is addressed to him but above all he has to respond in the mode 
ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŽǁŚŝĐŚƚŚĞƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŝƐĂĚĚƌĞƐƐĞĚ ? ? ? ? ?-3)  The same is true of human participants of 
many psychological experiments, and in Our Emotional Makeup Despret revealed this through her 
record of an experiment that she and Stengers undertook in the 1990s which reproduced in part one 
that had previously been run in the 1960s. In the original, subjects were shown images from Playboy 
magazine with heartbeats with changing pace perceptible to them as they looked  W they were 
advised (falsely) that these heartbeats were their own, audible through the recording devices the 
testers were using to test physiological responses (the apparent aim of the experiment). When 
questioned afterwards, subjects revealed that slides shown with the sound of an increased 
heartbeat were their favorites thus revealing, as Despret put it, that  ‘ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐƌĞĂůůǇĚŝĚƐƵĐĐĞĞĚŝŶ
ĂĨĨĞĐƚŝŶŐĞĂĐŚŽĨƚŚĞƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ ? ? ? ? ? ?ď ? ? ? ? ? In their reproduction of this experiment Despret and 
Stengers changed some of the elements - the pictures were replaced  ? ‘times have changed as has 
ƚŚĞƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƚŽƚŚĞƐĞŝŵĂŐĞƐ ?); the explanation for the audible heartbeat which the subjects 
were to heĂƌǁĂƐŵƵĐŚůĞƐƐůĂďŽƌĞĚƚŚĂŶŝŶƚŚĞŽƌŝŐŝŶĂůƚĞƐƚ P ‘ǁĞŵĞƌůǇŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞĚƚŚĂƚǁĞǁĞƌĞ
recording ƉŚǇƐŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂůƉĂƌĂŵĞƚĞƌƐ ? ? And in addition, they  ‘ŝŶǀŝƚĞĚ[the] subjects to come back ten 
days later so we could discuss with them how they felt about what we hĂĚĂƐŬĞĚƚŚĞŵƚŽĚŽ ? ?ƚ
ƚŚĂƚŵĞĞƚŝŶŐƚŚĞǇĂƐŬĞĚ P ‘ “/ŶǇŽƵƌŽƉŝŶŝŽŶ ?ǁŚĂƚǁĞƌĞǁĞůŽŽŬŝŶŐĨŽƌ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ?b, 88-89) This is not a 
question that had been asked in the earlier experiment, and what Despret and Stengers discovered 
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was that their subjects  W like the original ones  W ƉŝĐŬĞĚƐůŝĚĞƐƚŚĂƚ ‘ĐŽƌƌĞůĂƚĞĚǁŝƚŚĂŶŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ
ŚĞĂƌƚďĞĂƚ ? ?ďƵƚ that none of their subjects believed that the heartbeat they were hearing was their 
own  W they had seen through that falsehood. Why then, Despret and Stengers wondered, did the 
subjects still pick the images with an increased heartbeat that they knew was not their own? The 
answer was hugely revealing: each subject reported that s/he ŚĂĚ ‘ŵĂŶĂŐĞĚƚŽĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŚŝƐ ?ŚĞƌ
ǀĞƌƐŝŽŶŽĨĞŵŽƚŝŽŶƚŽǁŚĂƚƚŚĞƐůŝĚĞƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ? ?dŚĂƚŝƐ ?ƚŚey had obediently (as they saw it) agreed 
with what they took to be the intention of the experiment. All the participants, Despret writes, 
 ‘ďĞŚĂǀĞĚůŝŬĞŐŽŽĚƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ P they were willing to be taken hostage by a problem of which no one 
knew how far their inƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶƚŚĂƚƉƌŽďůĞŵǁĞŶƚĂŶĚŚŽǁƚŚĞǇƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐǁŽƵůĚĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝƚ ? ?
(2004b, 90-91) As for animals, so for humans.  
This sense of the willingness of the subject of the experiment ƚŽŐĞƚŝƚ ‘ƌŝŐŚƚ ? as they believed the 
experimenter had defined that is something that Despret has argued is not addressed by the 
majority of scientists. But it is not only in the laboratory that her work has implications: she has 
noted the obedience of the subject in other contexts. When interviewing people in refugee camps in 
the Former Yugoslavia, for example, she records in a 2008 article that she came to recognize that 
offering those people anonymity in their responses to her questions, while it might have appeared 
to allow them freedom to answer as they saw fit, actually  ‘ƉƌŽůŽŶŐĞĚǁŚĂƚŽŶĞĐŽƵůĚĐĂůůĂƌĞŐŝŵĞŽĨ
insults ?they were experiencing, in that it marginalized and disempowered people already labelled 
 ‘ƌĞĨƵŐĞĞƐ ?-  a term that they might themselves not recognize, or choose to call themselves.   ‘dŚĞ
result, the stake, even, of anonymity, ?ĞƐƉƌĞƚĐĂŵĞƚŽƐĞĞ ? ‘is to produce a radical asymmetry of 
ĞǆƉĞƌƚŝƐĞƐ PŽŶƚŚĞŽŶĞŚĂŶĚƚŚĞƌĞŝƐƚŚĞ “ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĞƌ-ĂƵƚŚŽƌ ? W the author of questions, of 
interpretations of hypotheses, of constructions of problems; on the other, there is a social actor: 
witness, informant, someone having opinions, beliefs and representations for which the researcher 
ǁŝůůƚĂŬĞĐŚĂƌŐĞŽĨƚŚĞĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ? ? ?2008, 130-131) As with the rats that were put in mazes by 
psychologists, and as with the subjects of her ĂŶĚ^ƚĞŶŐĞƌƐ ?ŚĞĂƌƚďĞĂƚĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚ ?in her 
conversations with ƚŚĞ ‘ƌĞĨƵŐĞĞƐ ? Despret recognized that:  
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The subject is summonsed by a problem that he or she often has nothing to do with, or in 
any case nothing to do with the manner in which the problem is ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ?ŶĚŵŽƐƚŽĨƚŚĞ
time the subject mobilized in this way will agree to respond to questions without calling into 
question their interest, their appropriateness or even their politeness. (2008, 131) 
This is a willingness on the part of the interviewees that should never be discounted. Their readiness 
to answer the questions that they have been asked but that they have not formed is crucial to how 
knowledge is gained. It seems to underline the authority of the researcher-author (no one is 
questioning their questions); but it should ask us to attend to ƚŚĞƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ ?engagement, their will to 
translate, their desire to fulfil the expectations of those they are working with. The questioner is 
thus, as Stengers knew, not discovering an answer, but forming it when they ask their questions.  
This willingness of respondents Despret traces in the world of agricultural animals too, and ŝŶ ‘tĨŽƌ
tŽƌŬ ? in the current book she notes that we should recognize that  ‘when all is functioning well [on 
the farm], it is because of an active investment on the part of the cows. For when everything runs 
ǁĞůů ?ŽŶĞĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚƐĞĞƚŚĞǁŽƌŬ ? ?But this reading of the farmyard is not only an attempt to bring back 
into view the fact of the purposive engagement of animals (although it is doing that), it is suggesting 
something even more profound than that. In her attention to the cows Despret recognizes that, so 
embedded in conventional Western thinking is the idea of animal incapacity, is the belief in their 
inability to display willingness because willingness is a virtue that requires a will (i.e. intention): that, 
 ‘tŚĞŶthe cows go peacefully to the milking robot, when they do not jostle with one another, when 
ƚŚĞǇƌĞƐƉĞĐƚƚŚĞŽƌĚĞƌŽĨƚƵƌŶ ?ǁŚĞŶƚŚĞǇĚŽǁŚat they need to do so that everything runs 
smoothly, this is not seen as evidence of their willingness to do what is expected. ?ZĂƚŚĞƌ ?ƐŚĞǁƌŝƚĞƐ ?
 ‘ǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐŚĂƐƚŚĞůŽŽŬŽĨƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐŽƌŽĨĂƐŝŵƉůĞmechanical ŽďĞĚŝĞŶĐĞ ? ? ? ? ? ?-1) In 
an earlier reading of this (misreading of) bovine politeness  W the disposition of the cows to work with 
each other and with their human keepers - Despret went further: 
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(I will probably push this point slightly too far), I would even suggest that what we call 
mechanistic thought, ironically, could be partially due to the good will of the animals 
themselves! When animals do what they know is expected of them, everything begins to 
look like a machine that is functioning. (2013, 43) 
The undermining parenthesis, the iĚĞĂƚŚĂƚƚŚŝƐƌĞĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶŝƐ ‘ŝƌŽŶŝĐ ?, the exclamation mark, typically 
for Despret, I think, present what is a truly insightful recognition of a profound misrecognition with 
delicate humility. In thinking about cows as workers, not only does she reveal herself to be a better 
ethologist than Descartes; she also asks us to re-assess one of the cornerstones of Western 
philosophy that we might, all too often, take for granted; and she does it quietly, wittily, stealthily. 
Hierarchy is challenged; status undermined; mechanical reaction is acknowledged as, actually, 
collaboration, and what is brought to the fore is our blindness (perhaps willful blindness) to this. 
Vinciane Despret is wise. 
In recognizing the inherent willingness of experimental subjects, interviewees, agricultural animals 
to go along with the rules that have been set by others; and the collaborative participation of all as 
they try to work out what is being asked of them, and to provide what they believe to be the  ‘right ? 
answers based on that perception - Despret looks for a way of coming to an understanding in the 
pursuit of knowledge that allows ĂůůƉĂƌƚŝĞƐƚŽ ‘ƐƉĞĂŬ ? ?ĂŶĚ she recognizes that politeness must be a 
 ‘virtue ?that is displayed by the experimenter/interviewer as much as by their subject/interviewee 
(2005, 360). Indeed, pŽůŝƚĞŶĞƐƐŝƐĂŬĞǇǁŽƌĚŝŶĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?ƐƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ WŝƚŝƐ ?ƵĐŚĂŶĂŶǁƌŝƚĞƐ ?Ă ‘ĨŽƌŵŽĨ
ŵĞƚŚŽĚŽůŽŐŝĐĂůĐŽƵƌƚĞƐǇĂƐǁĞůůĂƐĂŶĞƚŚŝĐĂůŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?ƵĐŚĂŶĂŶ ? ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚŽŶŶĂ,ĂƌĂǁĂǇoffers 
a useful definition of what she terms ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?Ɛ  ‘ĐƵůƚŝǀĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƉŽůŝƚĞŶĞƐƐ ?:
^ŚĞƚƌĂŝŶƐŚĞƌǁŚŽůĞďĞŝŶŐ ?ŶŽƚũƵƐƚŚĞƌŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ? ‘ƚŽŐŽǀŝƐŝƚŝŶŐ ? ?sŝƐŝƚŝŶŐŝƐŶŽƚĂŶĞĂƐǇ
practice; it demands the ability to find others actively interesting, even or especially others 
most people ĂůƌĞĂĚǇĐůĂŝŵƚŽŬŶŽǁĂůůƚŽŽĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞůǇ ?ƚŽĂƐŬƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐƚŚĂƚŽŶĞ ?Ɛ
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ŝŶƚĞƌůŽĐƵƚŽƌƐƚƌƵůǇĨŝŶĚŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ?ƚŽĐƵůƚŝǀĂƚĞƚŚĞǁŝůĚǀŝƌƚƵĞŽĨĐƵƌŝŽƐŝƚǇ ?ƚŽƌĞƚƵŶĞŽŶĞ ?Ɛ
ability to sense and respond  W ĂŶĚƚŽĚŽĂůůƚŚŝƐƉŽůŝƚĞůǇ ? ? ?,ĂƌĂǁĂǇ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ?
ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?Ɛ 2005 ĞƐƐĂǇ ‘^ŚĞĞƉŽ,ĂǀĞKƉŝŶŝŽŶƐ ?is a good illustration: here she makes clear once 
again how the questions posed form the responses given. The problem sheep have faced, she writes, 
ŝƐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇ ? ‘ĞǀĞŶŵŽƌĞƚŚĂŶ ?ŽƚŚĞƌĂŶŝŵĂůƐ,] have been victims of questions of little relevance 
ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚƚŽƚŚĞŝƌĂďŝůŝƚǇƚŽŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĞƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ ? ?If you ask a sheep a question ĂďŽƵƚ ‘ǁŚĂƚ
ƚŚĞǇĞĂƚ ?, she writes, then you ǁŝůůŽŶůǇĨŝŶĚ ‘ǁŚĂƚǁĞĞǆƉĞĐƚĨƌŽŵƐŚĞĞƉ PƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇĐŽŶǀĞƌƚƉůĂŶƚƐ
iŶƚŽŵƵƚƚŽŶ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ?). What, though, is a good question to put to a sheep? Or, as Despret puts it, 
 ‘,ŽǁĂƌĞǁĞŐŽŝŶŐƚŽĂĨĨŽƌĚƚŚĞŵƚŚĞŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇƚŽŐŝǀĞƵƐƚŚĞĐŚĂŶĐĞƚŽƚĂůŬĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚůǇĂďŽƵƚ
ƚŚĞŵ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? She takes her prompt from retired primatologist and now farmer, Thelma 
ZŽǁĞůů ?ƐĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƚŽƉƵƚ down an extra bowl of food for her sheep. Despret writes that, in this 
context,  ‘ŝĨĂƐŚĞĞƉůĞĂǀĞƐŝƚƐďŽǁů ?ƐŚŽǀĞƐĂǁĂǇŝƚƐŶĞŝŐŚďŽƌƚŽ ĂŬĞŝƚƐƉůĂĐĞĂŶĚŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞůǇ
returns to its bowl, or persists and follows the other one to oust it once again, a large number of 
ŚǇƉŽƚŚĞƐĞƐĐĂŶďĞĨŽƌŵƵůĂƚĞĚ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ?dŚĞĞǆƚƌĂďŽǁůŵĞĂŶƐƚŚĂƚƐƵĐŚĂĐƚŝŽŶƐĂƌĞŶŽƚŽŶůǇ ?Žƌ
not at all) to be read as reflecting competition over resources. Crucially, Rowell has given sheep the 
opportunity to do something else: the questioner has prompted interesting responses by giving her 
subjects the chance to play a role in forming the questions. 
A similar understanding  is brought to bear in her collaboration with Jocelyne Porcher with whom 
Despret studied the cows. As they wanted ƚŽŝŶƚĞƌƌŽŐĂƚĞ ‘ƚŚĞƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇƚŚĂƚĂŶŝŵĂůƐĐŽƵůĚƚĂŬĞĂŶ
ĂĐƚŝǀĞƉĂƌƚŝŶǁŽƌŬ ? ?they decided to involve the farmers they were working with in the interview 
process. Porcher would say to them:  
 ‘ƵƌŝŶŐƚŚĞƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ/ƵŶĚĞƌƚŽŽŬǁŝƚŚĨĂƌŵĞƌƐ/ ?:ŽĐĞůǇŶĞWŽƌĐŚĞƌ ?ŽĨƚĞŶŚĞĂƌĚĂŶĞĐĚŽƚĞƐ ?
stories, even ways of talking which suggested that animals, in some way, collaborated in 
work. Now, when I tried to pursue this question with the farmers head on, I was met with 
ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞŽƌŝŶĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝŽŶ ?ůĞĂƌůǇŝƚ ?ƐŶŽƚĂŐŽŽĚƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƚŽĂƐŬ ?ƵƚĨŝƌƐƚ-hand 
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evidence kept coming up; this encouraged me to persevere. So, in your opinion, as a farmer, 
how do you think I should be framing my question so that it has a chance of being 
ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚĂŶĚďĞŝŶŐŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ? ?(2015, 92) 
The responses of farmers allowed Despret and Porcher to recognize what they call  ‘ĂŶĂŵĂǌŝŶŐ
similitude between our relationship to research and the relation of the farmers with their animals. ?
(2015, 94) The farmers, like the academics, also constantly questioned their own authority; they also 
gave over some of the power to their animals. Thus, recorded in another essay, one farmer, Manuel 
Calado Varela, noted:  ‘tŚĞŶ/ŽƉĞŶƚŚĞĚŽŽƌƐ ?ƚŚĞĐŽǁƐŬŶŽǁ/ǁĂŶƚƚŚĞŵƚŽŐŽŽƵƚ ?ďƵƚ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚ
ŬŶŽǁŝĨƚŚĞǇƌĞĂůůǇǁĂŶƚƚŽŐŽŽƵƚ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ?For Despret, as for Calado Varela, interviewer and 
interviewee together create the successful interview. Far fƌŽŵƚŚĞ ‘ƌĂĚŝĐĂůĂƐǇŵŵĞƚƌǇŽĨĞǆƉĞƌƚŝƐĞ ?
produced by much conventional social scientific practice in which the interviewer is the dominant, 
authoritative force, Despret and Porcher understand that an awareness of the active role of all 
partners in what Haraway has called ƚŚĞ ‘joint dance of being ? creates a new sense of partnership 
 ‘ƚŚĂƚďƌĞĞĚƐƌĞƐƉĞĐƚĂŶĚƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞŝŶƚŚĞĨůĞƐŚ ?ŝŶƚŚĞƌƵŶ ?ŽŶƚŚĞĐŽƵƌƐĞ ? (2003, 62). It opens up the 
way for conversation: between experimenter and subject, interviewer and interviewee, but also 
human and animal.  ‘ ?K ?ĨŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ? ?ĞƐƉƌĞƚǁƌŝƚĞƐŽĨdŚĞůŵĂZŽǁĞůů ?ƐƐƚƵĚǇŽĨƐŚĞĞƉ ? ‘ŝƐŚĞŽƌƐŚĞ
ǁŚŽŵĂŬĞƐƐŽŵĞŽŶĞŽƌƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐĞůƐĞĐĂƉĂďůĞŽĨďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 
And we find ourselves back with the key point: What Would Animals Say If We Asked the Right 
Questions? This book wonders about (among others) elephants who paint self-portraits; monkeys 
who get drunk; male penguins who are female after all; chimpanzees who mourn. What is at its core 
is a question about collaboration; how we can work together, communicate, translate each other; 
and from that come to gain more respect for each other. The onus is on us humans, inevitably, 
because until now we have been the ones setting most of the rules; it is our questions that demand 




In ranging across various issues  W whether animals can be said to be artists; what imitation might 
actually be, and whether animals do it; whether they might have a sense of justice  W Despret views 
the world with a kind of practical pragmatism, and takes people at their word in a way that is not 
naïve or gullible, but interested, trusting, open, and, because of that, is revealing. Thus, for example, 
ŝŶ ‘ŝƐĨŽƌǆŚŝďŝƚŝŽŶŝƐƚƐ PŽĂŶŝŵĂůƐƐĞĞƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐĂ ǁĞƐĞĞƚŚĞŵ ? ?, Despret contemplates Bobby 
ĞƌŽƐŝŶŝ ?Ɛcabaret performances with orangutans, and from that contemplation posits the idea that 
an exhibition ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ ‘ƚŚĞƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇŽĨĞǆĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ ? ? ? ? ? ?dŚĂƚŝƐ ?ŝƚƚĂŬĞƐƐĞůĨŚŽŽĚ
ĂǁĂǇĨƌŽŵƚŚĞ ‘ƐŽůŝƉƐŝƐƚŝĐ ?ǀĞƌƐŝŽŶƚŚĂƚƚŚĞscientific mirror test supports, ŝŶǁŚŝĐŚ ‘ŝƚŝƐǁŝƚŚŽŶĞ ?Ɛ
self ĂůŽŶĞƚŚĂƚďĞŝŶŐĂƐĞůĨŝƐŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚĞĚ ? ? ? ? ? ?/ŶƐƚĞĂĚ ?she suggests that some kinds of exhibition can 
show that animals might have not only a sense of self, but a sense of the perspective of those others 
who are watching, them - which would be evidence of their possession of a theory of mind. Despret 
supports this in two ways. First, she suggests ƚŚĂƚ ‘ƚŚĞĂĐƚŽĨŚŝĚŝŶŐŽŶĞƐĞůĨŝƐĐŽŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĂƌǇƚŽ ?ĂŶĚ
ŶŽƚĐŽŶƚƌĂƌǇƚŽ ?ƚŚĞĂĐƚŽĨĞǆŚŝďŝƚŝŶŐŽŶĞƐĞůĨ ? ?ĐůĂƌŝĨǇŝŶŐƚŚŝƐďǇŶŽƚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚ ‘,ŝĚŝŶŐŽŶĞƐĞůĨǁŚŝůĞ
knoǁŝŶŐƚŚĂƚŽŶĞŝƐŚŝĚŝŶŐŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ ?ƚŚĞŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶŽĨĂƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĐŽŶƐŝƐƚŝŶŐŽĨƚŚĞƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ
ŽĨĂĚŽƉƚŝŶŐƚŚĞƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞŽĨƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ P “&ƌŽŵƚŚĞƐƉŽƚǁŚĞƌĞŚĞŝƐ ?ŚĞĐĂŶŶŽƚƐĞĞŵĞ ? ? ? ? ? ?-3) The 
bald clarity of this reading of hiding is typical of DespƌĞƚ ?ƐǁŽƌŬ ?,ĞƌĞ ?ĂŶĚĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ in this book, I 
ĨŽƵŶĚŵǇƐĞůĨƐĂǇŝŶŐ P ‘ŽŚǇĞĂŚ ? ?ĂŶĚĨĞĞůŝŶŐůŝŬĞĂŶŝĚŝŽƚĨŽƌŶŽƚ previously thinking of things in the 
way she presents them. She has the capacity to make what has never, or not fully, been considered 
seem patently obvious: of course it is possible to view a mouse that hides from a cat as having a 
ƐĞŶƐĞŽĨƚŚĞĐĂƚ ?ƐƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞĂŶĚŝŶƚĞŶƚŝŽŶƐ ?KĨĐŽƵƌƐĞƚŚĞŵŽƵƐĞŝŶƚŚŝƐƐĐĞŶĂƌŝŽĐĂŶďĞ
interpreted as having a sense of self that is a self in the world  W even if it does not react as we might 
to its reflection in a mirror. I knew that, but until it was pointed out to me by Despret ?/ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚƋƵŝƚĞ
know it, if you know what I mean. That is something that her work does constantly. 
The other way that Despret considers the question of animals and selfhood in relation to exhibition 
is to consider, again obvious, how those who work with animals describe such exhibitions. Returning 
to her work with Porcher, Despret recalls how one farmer felt that at the end of an agricultural show 
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the cow he had brought to be displayed ŚĞůĚ ‘ “ƚŚĞďĞůŝĞĨƚŚĂƚƐŚĞƌĞĂůůǇŝƐĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚĂŶĚƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ? ? ? 
Another stated ƚŚĂƚ P ‘ “/ŚĂĚĂďƵůůƚŚĂƚƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞĚŝŶƐŽŵĞƐŚŽǁƐ ?ĂŶĚŚĞŬŶ ǁƚŚĂƚŚĞŚĂĚƚŽďĞ
handsome because when you took a photo, he immediately raised his head a little. It was like he 
ƉŽƐĞĚ ?ǇŽƵƐĞĞ ?ũƵƐƚůŝŬĞĂƐƚĂƌ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?/ƚŝƐŶŽƚŽŶůǇƚŚĂƚĞƐƉƌĞƚŝƐǁŝůůŝŶŐƚŽƌĞĂĚƚŚĞƐĞďƌĞĞĚĞƌƐ ?
ƌĞĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐĂƐƌĞǀĞĂůŝŶŐƚŚĂƚ ‘ĂŶŝŵĂůƐĂŶĚƉĞŽƉůĞŚĂǀĞƐƵĐĐĞĞded in becoming attuned to what 
ŵĂƚƚĞƌƐƚŽƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƚŽĂĐƚƐŽƚŚĂƚǁŚĂƚŵĂƚƚĞƌƐƚŽƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌĂůƐŽŵĂƚƚĞƌƐƚŽŽŶĞƐĞůĨ ? ? ? ? ? ?/Ŷ
addition, she steps back from this immediate perspective and recognizes, yet again, the broader 
philosophical implications of her listening to, and taking seriously, these anecdotes ? ‘/ŬŶŽǁƚŚĞƐĞ
ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐǁŝůůĞůŝĐŝƚĂĨĞǁŐŝŐŐůĞƐ ? ?ƐŚĞǁƌŝƚĞƐ, and she takes this very seriously. Like Toto at the end of 
The Wizard of Oz (another canine analogy), Despret pulls away the veil and reveals a reality that had 
remained hidden. She relates our giggling ĂƚƚŚĞĨĂƌŵĞƌƐ ?ďŽǀŝŶĞĂŶĞĐĚŽƚĞƐƚŽ ‘ƚŚĞůŽŶŐŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ
through which scientists have obstinately disqualified the knowledge of their rivals in matters of 
animal exƉĞƌƚŝƐĞ ? ? ? ? ? ? In this context, we are implicated: we gigglers are those who are supporting 
the authority of the scientists, and the giggling  W our giggling - can be read as a manifestation of the 
power of experimental science to control how animals are conceptualized  W a power supported even 
by ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?ƐŽǁŶƌĞĂĚĞƌƐ ?ƚŚĂƚŝƐ ? by those who might consider themselves to be open to, and 
perhaps actively engaged in, ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐĂŐĂŝŶƐƚƚŚĂƚƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ?dŚĞ ‘ĐŽŵŵŽŶƐĞŶƐĞ ?ŶĂƚƵƌĞŽĨa 
particular  W hierarchical - way of constructing knowledge is revealed as we scoff at the idea of the 
posing bull. We are surprised into self-awareness through her thinking, and in doing this she 
reinforces just how powerful the authoritative position is.  
In recording the ĨĂƌŵĞƌƐ ? understandings Despret shows how far the dismissal of anecdotes (a label 
that immediately demeans these reports) is also a dismissal of a certain way of viewing animals  W a 
way ƚŚĂƚŵĂŬĞƐƚŚĞŵŵƵĐŚŵŽƌĞĐĂƉĂďůĞƚŚĂŶƚŚĞǇŵŝŐŚƚďĞŝŶƚŚĞůĂďŽƌĂƚŽƌŝĞƐŝŶǁŚŝĐŚ ‘ǁĞƐŚŽǁ
something à propos oĨĂŶŝŵĂůƐ ?ďƵƚ ?ƚŚĞĂŶŝŵĂůƐƐŚŽǁƵƐŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?As such, her belief that 
ƐŽŵĞĂŶŝŵĂůƐ ? responses to being on show can be read as evidence of their possession of a sense of 
the perspective of those who are looking at them reveals a willingness to recognize animals as 
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collaborators in the exhibition. It also takes seriously what might be dismissed as merely anecdotal 
claims of non-experts by others. This is evidence of ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?Ɛ readiness to think beyond the 
 ‘ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇŽĨƐĐŝĞŶĐĞ ? ?ĂƐƐŚĞhas termed it (2004, 84). It is a preparedness to see expertise as 
possessed, not only by those who work alongside (rather than experiment on) animals, but by the 
animals themselves. This is true politeness. dŚƵƐ ?ŝŶ ‘ĨŽƌCorporeal: Is it all right to urinate in front 
ŽĨĂŶŝŵĂůƐ ? ?ĞƐƉƌĞƚexplores the primatologist Shirley Strum ?ƐƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽŶŽĨthe significance of her 
presence in the world of the baboons she observed, and ŚŽŶĞƐŝŶŽŶ^ƚƌƵŵ ?ƐǁŽƌƌŝĞƐĂďŽƵƚǁŚĂƚƐŚĞ
should do when she realized during one observation that she needed to pee. Strum, Despret 
records, made the decision to  ‘ŶŽůŽŶŐĞƌƚŽŐŽďĞŚŝŶĚŚĞƌƚƌƵĐŬ ? W that is, to no longer hide the fact 
that she, too, was a body in the world from the baboons (with all the implications for control, 
dominance and authority that such a disembodied state supported). Instead she undressed carefully  
ŝŶǀŝĞǁŽĨƚŚĞďĂďŽŽŶƐǁŚŽǁĞƌĞ ?ĂƐĞƐƉƌĞƚƌĞĐŽƌĚƐŝƚ ? ‘ĨůĂďďĞƌŐĂƐted by the noise, for in fact, they 
ŚĂĚŶĞǀĞƌƐĞĞŶŚĞƌĞĂƚ ?ĚƌŝŶŬ ?ŽƌƐůĞĞƉďĞĨŽƌĞ ? ? ? ? ? ?As well as revealing her to be, like the baboons, 
in possession of a body, for Despret, ^ƚƌƵŵ ?ƐĂĐƚŝŽŶƐillustrate her recognition that those baboons 
were active participants in their relationship, not simply creatures that she could watch as if she was 
not there. So, to ask  ‘ŝƐŝƚĂůůƌŝŐŚƚƚŽƵƌŝŶĂƚĞŝŶĨƌŽŶƚŽĨďĂďŽŽŶƐ ? ?ŝƐƚŽĞŶŐĂŐĞĂƐĂƐŽĐŝĂůďĞŝŶŐǁŝƚŚ
the baboons who are themselves recognized as social beings (18). It is to open up a conversation 
that involves all participants, and that might transform all participants too.  dŽĂƐŬ ? ‘ŝs it all right to 
ƵƌŝŶĂƚĞŝŶĨƌŽŶƚŽĨďĂďŽŽŶƐ ? ?ŝƐƚŽĚŝƐƉůĂǇ ‘ƚĂĐƚĨƵůŶĞƐƐ ?, and is to recognize that in some contexts 
urinating publicly is actually a display of politeness. 
ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?ƐǁŽƌŬƚŚƵƐasks us to think afresh about human-animal relations, and in particular to 
consider not only how we ask questions of the subjects of our research; but also to recognize that 
the way we ask questions is crucial to the answers we receive. Her understanding emerges from her 
observation of all participants in the lab, the field, the farm; and from a realization that expertise can 
be found in places that orthodox science and philosophy might reject.  ‘/ŶƚŚĞďĞƐƚĨĂƌŵƐ ? ?ƐŚĞǁƌŝƚĞƐ ?
 ‘ƚĂůŬŝƐŝŶĐĞƐƐĂŶƚ ? ?dŚĞĨĂƌŵĞƌƐƐƉĞĂŬƚŽƚŚĞŝƌĐŽǁƐĂŶĚƚŚĞĐŽǁƐƌĞƐƉŽŶĚ P ‘ďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞƌĞŝƐƚĂůŬ ?
12 
 
there is talkiŶŐďĂĐŬ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 133) ƵƚĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?ƐǁŽƌŬƐŚŽƵůĚŶŽƚŽŶůǇŝŵƉĂĐƚĂŶŝŵĂůƐƚƵĚŝĞƐĂƐŝƚ
analyzes the ways in which non-humans have been addressed, dismissed, misheard, and so on. In 
addition, I think that her work also provides a kind of model for thinking that remains crucial to the 
development of our field. Being interdisciplinary  W being willing to read across, among, and with the 
boundaries that have been put in place by the institutions we work within  W offers vital insights into 
human-animal relations that might be missed if we remain ŝŶŽƵƌŽǁŶƉůĂĐĞƐ ?/ ?ŵƚĞŵƉƚĞĚƚŽƐĂǇ
 ‘ĐĂŐĞƐ ? ? ?ƐƌƵŶŽ >Ăƚ ƵƌƐƚĂƚĞĚ P ‘ƚŽƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚǁŚĂƚĂŶŝŵĂůƐŚĂǀĞƚŽƐĂǇ ?ĂůůƚŚĞƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐŽĨ
science and of the humanities have to be puƚƚŽǁŽƌŬ ? ? (vii) /ŚŽƉĞƚŚĂƚŝƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚƐŽƵŶĚtoo impolite 
to suggest that wanting to know what it was like to be a cow (my current research interest) is not so 
different from wanting to know what it is like to ďĞĂŶĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚĂůĞƚŚŝĐŝƐƚ ?ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?ƐǁŽƌŬƐŚŽǁƐ
us that both require a willingness to assume that there is more than one way of viewing the world; 
more than one kind of scholarship; more than one method of argumentation. My feeling is that 
being interdisciplinary requires the kind of politeness that she articulates: that, in fact, tact is crucial. 
/Ĩ/ďĞůŝĞǀĞĂĐŽǁĐĂŶ ?ƚƚŚŝŶŬŽƌĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐŽĨƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶĐĞƚŽŵĞƚŚĞŶ/ŚĂǀĞƌĞůĞŐĂƚĞĚŝƚ
 ?ĂŶĚƐŚĞŝƐĚĞĨŝŶŝƚĞůǇĂŶ ‘ŝƚ ? ?to the zone of the uninteresting (and incapable of becoming interesting) 
and would therefore be wasting my time wondering what it was like to be one. Likewise, if I think an 
environmental ethicist has nothing to say to me that will be of value to my project then I have 
already shut the door on her, closed down that conversation, and my project has, as a result, 
become narrower. But if I open the door, or if the door is opened to me and I agree to walk through 
ŝƚ ?ƚŚĞŶ/Ăŵ ?ƚŽƵƐĞĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?ƐǁŽƌĚƐ ?ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ‘ƐŽŵĞŽŶĞŽƌƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐĞůƐĞĐĂƉĂďůĞ of becoming 
ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? and am being made capable of being interesting myself. There will be 
misunderstandings, apologies, uncomfortable silences, moments of disbelief, perhaps  W that is the 
nature of communication: but, like all good collaborations positive things might also emerge. 
ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?Ɛ reading of the work of the psychologist Irene Pepperberg is telling here. Despret noted 
that Pepperberg and her team decided that when Alex, the grey parrot from Gabon they were 
ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐǁŝƚŚ ?ŵĂĚĞĂ ‘ŶĞǁƐŝŐŶŝĨǇŝŶŐƐŽƵŶĚ ?ƚŽǁŚŝĐŚƚŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚĂƚƚƌŝďƵƚĞŶŽŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƚŚĞǇǁŽƵůĚ
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 ‘ĂĐƚĂƐŝĨthis sound was intentional and respond to [it] as if Alex had wanted to demand something 
or comment intentionally ? ?2008, 125). dŚĞǇĐŚŽƐĞƚŽĂƐƐƵŵĞƚŚĂƚůĞǆ ?ƐĐĂůůǁĂƐƚŚĞŽƉĞŶŝŶŐŐĂŵďŝƚ
ŝŶĂĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŚĂƚŝƚǁĂƐ ‘ĂŶĞǁĂĐƚŽĨůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ? ?ĞƐƉƌĞƚǁƌŝƚĞƐ P ‘dŚĞĨĂĐƚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƉĂƌƌŽƚŵĂǇ
or may not have had the intention of producing the new combination is not important, Pepperberg 
explains, because we simply want to show the parrot that phrases can have meaning and that they 
can be used to control, or at ůĞĂƐƚŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ?ŽŶĞ ?ƐĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚĂŶĚƚŚĞĂĐƚŝŽŶƐŽĨƚŚŽƐĞǁŚŽƚĂŬĞ
ĐĂƌĞŽĨŚŝŵŽƌŚĞƌ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ?/ĨĂƉĂƌƌŽƚĐŽƵůĚƐƉĞĂŬǁĞmight not immediately understand him, 
you could say, but we could act as if we did in order that he might recognise that understanding 
between us is possible. From this beginning Alex, famously, revealed himself to be well capable of 
communication; of abstraction; of intention. A conversation did actually follow. As Despret notes in 
 ‘>ĨŽƌ>ĂďŽƌĂƚŽƌǇ ? ?at the end of a day of expeƌŝŵĞŶƚĂůĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŝŶǁŚĂƚƐŚĞƚĞƌŵƐ ‘Ăreal world 
 ?ŝŶǁŚŝĐŚďĞŝŶŐƐŽĨĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚƐƉĞĐŝĞƐǁŽƌŬƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ? ? ‘ĞǀĞƌǇŶŝŐŚƚĂƉĂƌƌŽƚƐĂǇƐƚŽŚŝƐĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚĞƌ
ĂƐƐŚĞŝƐƉƌĞƉĂƌŝŶŐƚŽŐŽďĂĐŬŚŽŵĞ ? “'ŽŽĚ-ďǇĞ ?/ĂŵŐŽŝŶŐƚŽĞĂƚŶŽǁ ?^ĞĞǇŽƵƚŽŵŽƌƌŽǁ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 
A tentative translation is possible to the potential of interdisciplinary understanding: when I hear, for 
example, an anthropologist, I should assume that his articulations are meaningful to me, even if that 
might seem unlikely on first hearing. And, once I have assumed that meaning is available in his 
articulations, when I ask him questions and try to understand more fully what he is interested in this 
interaction can only work if I give over some of my authority; if I assume that knowledge also dwells 
elsewhere, in places I cannot fully understand or translate into my own terms. In short, I must 
engage on the basis that anthropologists do have opinions. In addition, it is important that, in order 
for that conversation to be productive, that the anthropologist should also consider what it is that I  W 
a historian  W might be interested in. There will be misunderstanding, but there will also be the 
potential for the historian and the anthropologist to achieve a rapport and from that think in new 
ways; to be made capable of asking better questions and so of eliciting better answers  W from each 




ĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?ƐǁŽƌŬallows me to see this as a vital way forward for animal studies. In a field that is 
growing so fast that it feels almost impossible to keep up with the work from ŽŶĞ ?ƐŽǁŶdiscipline, 
she reminds us of the value of looking over the fences that have been put up by institutions and 
their managers; she asks us to recognize that new ways of thinking might come from attempts to 
read across boundaries and to speak  W politely - to those who live in the next enclosure. Despret has 
taught me, through her explorations of the worlds of people and animals, that we do not speak 
alone; we all speak to and with others for whom we should try to form our words, and who, in turn, 
will transform them to make new meanings. In the midst of these conversations common ground is 
possible: there is the potential for situations in ǁŚŝĐŚ ?ĂƐƐŚĞǁƌŝƚĞƐ ? ‘Ă “ǁĞ ?ŝƐĐƌĞĂƚĞĚ, ?ĂŶĚ ‘ĂƚƚŚĞ
ŚĞĂƌƚŽĨ ?ƐƵĐŚƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶƐ ? ‘ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞƐĂƌĞĐŚĂŶŐĞĚ ? ?What is crucial here ŝƐ ‘ĂƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌƐŬŝůů Pthat of 
imagining being able to see with the eyes of an other. ? ? ? ? ?  
Towards the end of What would Animals Say If We Asked the Right Questions? ĞƐƉƌĞƚĂƐŬƐ ? ‘ǁŚĂƚ
ĚŽĞƐƚŚŝƐĚŽƚŽƚŚŝŶŬůŝŬĞƚŚŝƐ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?dŚŝŶŬŝŶŐĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚůǇ ?ĨŽƌĞƐƉƌĞƚ ?ŝƐŶŽƚĂŶŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂůĞǆĞƌĐŝƐĞ, 
it is an action that can transform the world; it can uproot the hierarchies that allow us to regard 
cows as fleshy machines when they are actually actively purposefully collaborating in the work of the 
farm; it can challenge the assumptions that let us laugh at the idea that a bull might understand that 
he is a star ?/ďĞŐĂŶǁŝƚŚtŽŽůĨ ?Ɛ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘The true philosopher ?ĂƐ ‘he who has lost his coat but 
is free from fleas, ? and now I can see that I should actually pause over whether that is actually so 
fitting a way of thinking about Despret ?ƐǁŽƌŬ after all. She is shedding hierarchy, no doubt; but she 
is also making room for others. Rather than ridding herself of unwished for collaborators, Despret 
ĂƌŐƵĞƐĨŽƌƚŚĞŶĞĞĚƚŽ ‘ĚĞƚĞƌƌŝƚŽƌŝĂůŝǌĞŽŶĞƐĞůĨ ?ƚŽŽƉĞŶŽŶĞƐĞůĨƵƉƚŽŶĞǁagencements of desire, to 
cultivatĞĂŶĂƉƉĞƚŝƚĞĨŽƌŵĞƚĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐĞƐ ?ĂŶĚƚŽĨŽƌŐĞŵƵůƚŝƉůĞĂĨĨŝůŝĂƚŝŽŶƐ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?There might be 
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